Seeing death versus beholding visions
The use of two terms for postmortem examination (autopsy, for humans; necropsy, for everyone else) has long intrigued me. Death is death. Seeking its cause postmortem requires the same observational skills, regardless of whether the subject is a human being or an Angus calf. So I should have been pleased to read Dr. Grant Maxie's statement that only one term (autopsy) will now be accepted by JVDI. I wasn't. Part of this is Irish Catholic limbic irritability. I grew up with papal encyclicals and censorship. Perhaps I should be over that by now.
Yet, on reflection, the decision seems inappropriate and disrespectful to JVDI's readers, authors, and reviewers. Of the two words, necropsy is more precise. It is widely used in the veterinary profession. Although considered a minority view in human medicine, some physicians advocate necropsy, rather than autopsy, as the best term for postmortem examination of human cadavers. The original meaning of autopsy (αὐτοψία) was a contemplative state induced by fasting and drinking kykeon (a possible hallucinogen) as part of the Eleusinian mysteries because it led to divine visions. Hallucinations seem a long way from the objective examination we seek when performing a necropsy.
Dr. Maxie involves One Health as a rationale for censoring the word necropsy. Intelligent things can be said about the One Health concept. But in some part it reflects a longing by the veterinary profession to be as respected, well paid, and well-funded as physicians. That is not about to happen any time soon. Moreover, a professional inferiority complex is a poor rationale to censor a word in use for 170 years.
The editorial proposed that autopsy will be favored so that articles are more easily understood. I wonder how many English-speaking diagnosticians/laboratorians are stumped when encountering necropsy in a JVDI article. Dr. Maxie cites a supporting and witty editorial in Veterinary Pathology. Those authors argued in part that we avoid the term necropsy because it may connote necrophilia to grieving animal owners. I have yet to encounter such confusion in owners who submitted carcasses for examination during 38 years as a veterinary pathologist in Europe and North America. I would be surprised whether any veterinary pathologist has.
The English language is rich in synonyms. Autopsy and necropsy are equally meaningful and generally well understood. I can't remember the last time I had to explain necropsy to a Wyoming client. On the rare occasion I had to, it involved a brief sentence.
Given that, I ask that the editorial board of JVDI not get into the business of word censorship and political correctness.
Donal O'Toole Wyoming State Veterinary Laboratory, Laramie, WY
Editor's response
Thank you for your thought-provoking comments, Dr. O'Toole.
I, too, am a student of the English language and of scientific jargon. I'm opposed to the use of jargon that implies exclusivity and proprietary forms of terms, as in animal autopsies being referred to exclusively as necropsies. In my even longer history as a veterinary pathologist than Dr. O'Toole's, I have on numerous occasions had to define necropsy, or heard colleagues do the same. Why not use a universally understood term? My strong preference continues to be autopsy over necropsy, or even more clearly, postmortem examination. As noted by Leon Saunders in his entry on T. C. Jones ". . . it is not easy to forgive Jones for introducing the superfluous word necropsy to veterinary pathology. . ." 2 (my thanks to Bruce Williams for locating the quote). Enforcing slavish devotion to this tradition is purely pedantic.
A quick search of Google turns up 20 million results for "human autopsy," but also 0.5 million results for "human necropsy." In a recent letter to the editor that explores the etymology of autopsy and necropsy in a human forensic pathology journal, 1 necrotomy "is the more adequate term to describe the procedure of the dissection of the dead body," and "in Modern Greek, this is the work used to describe the body dissection." I do not propose to institute the use of necrotomy as a preferred term-even more likely to demand explanation.
Perhaps it is opportune to recall the note by Leon Saunders, in one of his excellent essays on the origins of veterinary pathology, 4 that Rudolf Virchow, a German physician and professor of pathology, "also fathered veterinary pathology," and that, historically, human and veterinary pathology were closely aligned, if not one. Also as noted by Dr. Saunders, the celebrated physician "William Osler, the father of veterinary pathology in North America, was a pupil of Virchow's, from whom he learned chiefly about pathology but also about meat hygiene." Osler taught both human pathology at McGill University and animal pathology at the 646369V DIXXX10.1177/1040638716646369Letter to the EditorJournal of Veterinary Diagnostic Investigation letter2016 Letter to the Editor Montreal Veterinary College, and performed both human and animal autopsies. 3 The concept of One Health is not new, we're just coming back to it. I rest my case. JVDI will continue to use autopsy and postmortem examination in preference to necropsy. If it was good enough for Virchow and Osler, it's good enough for me. Editors of JVDI use an extensive and current style sheet, and do not pander to political correctness, as charged by Dr. O'Toole. Readers will note, for example, the correct use of the term sex (male, female) as opposed to the politically correct gender (masculine, feminine, plural, innominate-he, she, they, it). Fair warning-more editorials to follow.
Grant Maxie
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